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Dogs are stupid
Dr Britta Osthaus
Psychology
Investigating the limits of canine intelligence
Dogs as helpers for humans
Dogs as helpers for humans
Social cognition (inter-species)
My areas of dog research:
Pure cognition
1. Means-end connections
2. Face recognition
3. Detours
Face recognition
Visual discrimination of humans 
by dogs
Background
• Dogs (Canis familiaris) can distinguish 
between familiar and unfamiliar people
• They are able to identify people by 
scent (Settle et al. 1994)
• Their ability to use visual cues has not 
been investigated 
Research Question
• Can dogs visually 
discriminate 
between people, 
and do they use 
the human body or 
face?
Method
• Subjects:
– 16 pet dogs
– 9 ♀,7 ♂
– mean age 7.19 ( 3.9) years
Method
Y-maze
Training
• The dogs were first trained to associate 
their rewarder with a food treat. 
• Two sessions with 10 trials each.
Control Condition
• The control condition measured whether the 
dogs were able to distinguish between the 
rewarder and the non-rewarder.
Test
• In the test conditions, the experimenters‘
bodies or faces were obscured. 
Test
 The non-rewarder also held some treats in her 
hands, so that the dog would not associate the 
rewarder with the smell of food. 
 Control condition first (10 trials), order of 
conditions 1 and 2 (10 trials each) 
counterbalanced between subjects, to reduce 
the chances of order and learning effects.  
Results
• In the control condition the dogs were able 
to distinguish between two humans 
significantly above chance level 
(binomial law p < .001). 
• There was no significant difference between 
any of the conditions. 
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Add another 24 dogs…
• N=40, 28 large, 16 small dogs
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Almost exactly the same…
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Take-home message
• Large dogs 
discriminate 
between humans 
on the basis of 
facial features… 
Take-home message
• …whereas small dogs use body cues.
Detours
Set-up
Area A Area B
5m
0.7m
1.5m
2m
* 
Target
Barrier
2.5m 2.5m
Starting position
*
Conditions 
• 4 A trials, 4 B trials 
(10 dogs opaque barrier, 
10 dogs transparent barrier)
• 3 A trials, 4 B trials (10 dogs)
• 2 A trials, 4 B trials (10 dogs)
• 1 A trial, 4 B trials (10 dogs)
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pfy4cZAfmys
4 A trials 
(opaque and transparent barrier)
3 A trials
2 A trials
1 A trial
Dogs and Detours
• Dogs are extreme creatures of habit, 
even after only two repeats
• Important implication for training, 
especially spatial tasks like agility, and for 
experimental psychology
Sledge dogs
• Beargrease, a 350 mile race in Minnesota
• On way out of the start town we go through a check point up a road and 
back onto the trail. 
• We then run 350 miles and cross dozens of roads over three days. 
• On the way back we by-pass the check point and cross the road straight 
like all the other road crossings.
• Volunteers are on hand as are straw bales marking it and traffic cones. 
• After 350 miles and not an error my lead dog gets half way across the road 
and than turns down it, knocking a volunteer down and creating quite a 
fuss. Not only is this amazing after three days but in 2 subsequent years 
she looked that way even though the trail was rerouted and we no longer 
came from there.
Peter McClelland, White Wilderness Sled Dog Adventures
• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FVmN4GL4o5M
Summary
Dogs are stupid? Not really, just different!
1. Face recognition
Depends on size (of dog, not face)
2. Detours
They are extreme creatures of habit
More or less same results for:
• Horses
• Mules
• Donkeys *
• Cats
• Chickens
• Sheep
Next projects
• Problem solving in dogs and equines
http://getcleverpet.com/
https://www.facebook.com/GetCleverPet/videos/1069801853059890/
https://www.facebook.com/teothepitbull/videos/1650529725205446/
Thanks to:
• Sally Jones at Dogs’R’Dogs, Devon
• Pippa Ducat at Best Behaviour School for Dogs, Kent
• Heather Watson and Jess Stoke, and Donna Marlow 
(final year project students)
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Cats anyone?
• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DY9Ltq_R
q68&feature=related
Horse detours
https://youtu.be/brK9F_YWKH8
